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The World Wide Web supposedly
makes life considerably easier for
journalists writing against deadlines
just a few hours ahead. Whatever the
subject, they now have clear,
accurate, topical information at their
fingertips. 
Why, then, did it take some
reporters days rather than hours to
discover key facts about foot and
mouth disease (FMD) when it
erupted in Britain in February? Is the
Internet not so reliable after all, or
are they not using it?
Daily scrutiny of the coverage
actually suggests that journalists are
not yet flying to web-sites for
guidance on topics of this sort.
Judging by the quantity of ‘quoted’
material, they still largely depend on
interviews with experts (even for
textbook facts, let alone opinions).
And some do not ask the right
questions. 
In consequence many of the
many FMD articles over the past
three months have been spotty
mixtures. They have combined up-
to-date commentary, on aspects such
as the numbers of animals affected
and the impact on farming and
tourism, with inadequate explanation
of the underlying science. 
The saga began on 20 February,
when scientists at the World
Reference Laboratory for Foot and
Mouth Disease at Pirbright found
that samples from an abattoir in
Brentwood were positive for FMD
virus. This proved to be the
pandemic serotype O virus (the
PanAsia strain) which has spread in
recent years from India into Saudi
Arabia and hence into Europe,
China, Russia, Mongolia, South
Africa and several other regions. 
Investigators traced the virus
detected on 20 February to infected
pigs on a farm in Northumberland.
Thereafter it moved rapidly and
within three weeks there were over
200 outbreaks around the country. By
then, the Ministry of Agrculture had
taken extensive actions based on its
policy of ‘containment and
slaughter’. 
No-one mentioned that FMD 
virus is one of the most 
infectious microorganisms
known to mankind
Newspapers and television screens
began to show burning pyres of dead
livestock, together with interviews
with key people such as Agriculture
Minister Nick Brown and National
Farmers Union President Ben Gill.
There was news of restrictions on the
movements of animals and people,
closures of zoos, parks and farms, the
curtailment of major sporting events
and panic buying of meat in
supermarkets. 
For at least a week, however, no-
one bothered to explain the basics.
These are that FMD is an acute,
feverish condition of pigs and wild
and domesticated cattle, sheep,
goats, deer and other ruminants, and
that the virus enters the body
through the respiratory tract and
produces blisters, particularly on the
mouth (leading to excessive
salivation) and feet (causing
lameness). 
No-one mentioned that FMD
virus is one of the most infectious
microorganisms known to mankind,
nor that it circulates freely in many
parts of the world, nor that human
infections are extremely rare and
very mild. Information of this sort
began to appear in ‘Q and A’ form
only after the epidemic had been
running for several weeks. 
Reporters focused instead on the
allegedly ‘squalid’ farm in
Northumberland which they
described as the source of the
infection. Some newspapers gave a
clear impression that FMD virus had
emerged there, amidst the squalor,
by spontaneous generation. It was
several days before most journalists
realised that it must have arrived in
the UK from somewhere else.  
As to the seriousness of the
epidemic, the media swung between
extremes. Initial coverage implied
that it was as fearsome as the Black
Death. Further journalistic inquiries
elicited the fact that the virus is not
so deadly after all. Although
mortality of young animals can be
high, the disease’s main effect in
older ones is to impair meat and milk
production. 
For these reasons, many countries
do not use containment and slaughter
(or vaccination). They simply live
with the infection, and tolerate its
significant economic cost. Turning up
this information, The Observer went
much too far in dismissing
nationwide alarm as hopelessly
overblown. Among points overlooked
was the very different susceptibility
of cows and other animals in parts of
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the world where FMD is endemic
and those in a country such as
Britain, where herd immunity is
virtually zero.
Two weeks into the epidemic,
with more animals affected each day
and the disease spreading through
the country, Nick Brown announced
that the epidemic was “under
control”. Journalists and
commentators faithfully relayed this
assurance, which was presumably
based on either ignorance or a desire
to engender calm by whistling in the
dark. 
Yet they failed to point out that
no infectious diseases specialist
would ever claim success in coping
with any epidemic, whether of food
poisoning, meningitis or anything
else, in similar circumstances. They
would wait until there had been a
successive decline in the daily totals
of new cases, indicating that the
measures they had instigated to
staunch the outbreak were actually
working.
The government also escaped
lightly over its early efforts to
persuade people not to visit the
countryside, because of the risk of
disseminating the virus. Predictably,
this advice soon began to spell
disaster for the tourist industry as
intending visitors, especially those
from overseas, cancelled their
bookings. 
As to the seriousness of the
epidemic, the media swung
between extremes
In turn, ministers were wheeled out
to reassure people that ‘the
countryside is open for business’. A
delegation was despatched to
Washington DC to make the same
point. Yet when government
spokesmen were asked, in television
and radio interviews, whether they
had made an initial miscalculation,
they simply ignored the question.
And interviewers did not press the
point. 
Another theme of media coverage
of the FMD crisis began when
reporters latched onto immunisation.
They discovered (with the assistance
of pharmaceutical companies) that
FMD vaccines were available, but
not used. Some commentators also
explained that present vaccines do
not give long-lasting immunity, that
they are expensive and that, as with
influenza, they need to reflect
changes in the strains of virus
circulating in the world. 
Yet again, several weeks elapsed
before many reporters appreciated
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the difference between prophylactic
immunisation and emergency ‘ring
vaccination’ of animals in a circle
around an outbreak, to block the
virus from spreading to surrounding
areas. Meanwhile, portrayals of the
views of protagonists favouring
immunisation and rejecting this
approach had become unnecessarily
polarised.
One aspect which did emerge
clearly from the media was the
contrast with the previous major UK
outbreak in 1967. Though
immensely costly, with nearly half a
millon animals culled, that epidemic
remained relatively localised in the
west of England. Newspapers
showed that the major difference in
this epidemic has been the very rapid
spread of the virus throughout the
country. 
Both expert opinion and data
were cited to confirm that this has
reflected changes in agriculture
which mean that farm animals are
moved often and over large
distances, greatly increasing the risk
of widescale dissemination. For
example, many local abattoirs have
closed down in recent years,
necessitating long journies to
centralised facilities. Farms are
larger too, as compared with 1967,
putting greater numbers of animals
at risk.
No-one put two and two together
to consider whether Britain had
unwittingly created a scenario for a
disaster waiting to happen — by
rejecting prophylactic immunisation,
leaving livestock totally vulnerable to
the most contagious virus in the
world, and by arranging continual
animal movements to guarantee
rapid dissemination if the organism
were introduced into the country.
And no-one wanted to talk about
another sensitive
question — whether FMD virus
might have been introduced not
accidentally but deliberately. 
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